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Where Unmanned Aircn
Fit Between Agencies
By Alan Frazier, Deputy Sheriff, Grand Forks (ND) County Sheriff's Office, Assistant Professor, University of North Dakota's
John D. Odegard School of Aerospace Sciences

ears ago, when I was an
undergraduate at Middle
Tennessee State University, I
was struggling through a
basic computer programming course. I
complained to my older sister about it,
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making the argument that I hated computers
and wanted no part of them. Her wise
response was something like, "Alan, it really
does not matter what you think of computers.
They are coming whether you like it or not. If
you don't want to be left standing on the platform when the train leaves the station, you
will take time to learn about them."
My sister was right about computers, and I
am glad I took her advice to learn a bit about
those despicable machines. The same case
can be made for UAS. No matter how we feel
about them, they are coming in a big way. Now
is the time for us all to learn about UAS and
exert some influence on how they mature and
are used in public safety and other applications.
One application in which UAS are ideal is
regional air support units. The Grand Forks
County (ND) Sheriff's UAS Unit is a regional
asset serving 16 counties in northeastern
North Dakota. Personnel from the University
of North Dakota, Grand Forks County Sheriff's
Department (GFSD) and Grand Forks Police
Department have operated three different
UAS over a variety of public safety incidents,
including searches for suspects and victims,
traffic accidents and crime scenes. The unit

has existed on a very small budget (an average of $11,000 per year) since 2010. Grants
and donations have provided the modest
funding required to run the unit. Full-time law
enforcement personnel are granted release
time to participate in call-outs and monthly
training sessions. In addition, firefighters and
police officers from 11 additional agencies
have been trained as visual observers/sensor
system operators. A UAS familiarization class
has been incorporated into the local police
academy curriculum, and every Grand Forks
County deputy sheriff and Grand Forks police
officer has received UAS familiarization training (all North Dakota POST certified). None of
this was difficult; it just took determination
to implement.
Determination has been required to
implement UAS in all sorts of airborne operations, and progress is now being made on
two Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
issues that have hampered law enforcement
use of UAS: night operations and secondclass medical certificate requirements. Until
recently, FAA had not granted authorization
for UAS night operations to any non-federal
law enforcement agency. In November
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2013, the Montgomery County (TX) Sheriff's
Department and GFSD both obtained FAA
approval to conduct night training UAS operations in specific areas. In addition, GFSD
has a pending certificate of authorization
application for nighttime operations throughout its 16-county mutual aid area.
FAA guidance documents mandate that
both UAS pilots and visual observers must
possess FAA second-class medical certificates. This is nonsensical, as second-class
medicals are required for commercial operations. Since the FAA currently forbids
commercial UAS operations, why would such
a requirement exist? In fact, since UAS are
classified as "public aircraft,'' no medical
should be required. David Morton of FAA's
UAS Integration Office reports he is working
with FAA rulemaking teams to revise this
requirement. Hopefully, Morton's efforts will
lead to something sensible like the elimination of this requirement or at least substantial revision of the guideline. Light sport
aircraft, glider and lighter-than-air pilots can
operate their aircraft with a valid state
issued driver's license in lieu of an FAA medical certificate. Current pending federal legis-

talion would extend this privilege to noncommercial pilots of much larger aircraft.
The time is right for FAA to parallel the pending legislation and reduce the medical
requirement of UAS pilots and visual
observers to possession of a valid state
driver's license.
UAS are coming whether we like ii or not.
It is up to us as professional law enforcement
aviators to help guide the technology.
Consider the recent use of UAS by the Arlington (TX) Police Department. The department
utilized its Leptron Helicopter UAS to provide
enhanced situational awareness on an activeshooter call in North Arlington. The operation
required an "Emergency Certificate of Authorization" to operate in the Dallas-Ft. Worth
Class-B Airspace. Suzan Cogswell of Arlington PD provided the following account.
"In the early morning hours of Oct. 28,
2013, midnight officers were dispatched to
a shots-fired call in an apartment complex
on the city's far north side, just inside
Class Bravo airspace. Upon arrival, officers
advised dispatch that they were hearing
multiple shots being fired and requested
backup. Morning officers, just coming on

shift, logged in and began running code to
the location. Dispatch notified officers that
a caller reported a body in a pool of blood
lying on the ground. Officers were still
taking fire and could not immediately reach
the body. With the assistance of multiple
callers from the apartment complex, officers were able to locate the suspect's
apartment, which had both a rear balcony
and front door that was tucked inside an
interior stairwell. Each time officers gave
verbal commands to exit the apartment,
the suspect responded by firing multiple
rounds at the officers. Perimeters were
established and tactical units were
engaged, at which point a request to use
the department's small, unmanned helicopter asset was made through the chain
of command. Because Arlington's citywide
certificate of authorization does not
currently permit flights in Class B airspace,
an emergency application to fly this mission
was made to the FAA. Authorization was
granted, and the fly team was scrambled.
Video images from the small helicopter's
onboard camera sent real-time images to
the on-site command center. Incident
command was able to refute the report that
there was a second body in the apartment
stairwell, as well as to confirm the shooting
suspect's location and to obtain an aerial
overview for tactical purposes. Officers
remained on scene until negotiators were
successful and the suspect surrendered."
This is only one way in which UAS can
be beneficial for law enforcement units.
Many more are on their way. If you wish to
learn more about using UAS, you may want
to consider attending ALEA's UAS Operations Course which will be held July 14-16
in conjunction with ALEA EXPO 2014 in
Phoenix, Arizona.~

Author's Note: This is the first installment of a
column focused on the use of unmanned aircraft
systems in public safety applications. I am
indebted to the ALEA Board of Directors for
recognizing the need for such a column and for
making space available in Air Beat.

About the Author: Alan Frazier spent 31 years
as a full-time law enforcement officer, including
several as a TF0, pilot and 0IC of a police air
support unit. Frazier retired in 2010 and now
teaches aviation courses and conducts UAS
research at the University of North Dakota. He
works part-time as a Grand Forks County (ND)
Deputy Sheriff and North Dakota Park Ranger.
He has been a pilot since his teenage years,
flying airplanes, helicopters and gliders, making
him a cop and pilot first and a "UAS guy"
second. If you have input for this column, please
feel free to call or email him at (701 ) 777-2959
or afrazier@aero.und.edu.
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